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Brief Notes on Observations of the Autumn 2012 Demoiselle 
Crane Migration at Qinghai Lake, China 



Although a fairly common sight in summer 
on the grasslands of Mongolia and elsewhere on 
the Eurasian Steppes from the Black Sea to 
Northeast China, the Demoiselle Crane (Grus 
virgo) only occurs in small numbers at Qinghai 
Lake (elevation 3195 m). Perhaps 25 of these 
cranes are known to stopover or summer at the 
lake, primarily in the open fields and pastures of 
southern Gangcha County on the northwest 
corner of the lake, particularly in the vicinity of 
the Naren Wetland on the lower Yikewulan River. 
In six previous summer visits to various locations 
at Qinghai Lake from 2010-2012, the author's 
only earlier sighting of the Demoiselle Crane was 
on September 2, 2012. This sighting was made 



about 3.5 km north of Heima He Township in the 
southwest comer of the lake, where a group of 
three Demoiselle Cranes was seen feeding in a 
pasture area about 30 m from the lakeshore itself. 

On the evening of September 30. 2012. 
however, while at a point about 300 m below the 
summit of the highest peak of the Xiangpi Shan 
Ridge visible from the town of Heima He 14.5 
km to the north (approximate summit elevation 
4635 m), the author first heard, then observed, a 
group of several hundred migrating Demoiselle 
Cranes. These cranes circled their way upward 
over the slopes of the ridge in a westerly direction 
from the lakeshore below, in manner nearly 
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paralleling the ridge. The group approached the 
summit as an amorphous swarm although several 
single line and V-formations appeared briefly at 
the front of the group as it circled upward. But 
once reaching the same elevation as the ridge 
summit, the entire flock retreated eastward in a 
descending fashion, apparently to an area of the 
iakeshore from which it had just come. 

At about 10:30 AM on the morning of 
October 1. 2012, the author again heard the 
high-pitched cacophony of several hundred 
approaching Demoiselle Cranes. They were 
simultaneously moving in a westward direction 
dial again nearly paralleled the ridge, flying low 
over ridge slopes as they had the previous 
evening, and apparently continued westward 
along the next valley to the south towards Chaka 
Yan Hu Lake. The cranes approached the author's 
observation point in two distinct groups, w ith 
counts made afterwards from digital photos 
showing the lead group to consist of 1 54 cranes 
while the second group consisted of 190 cranes, 



making for a total of 344. with a varying distance 
of perhaps 300-500 m separating the two groups. 

As the weather on the evening of September 
30 was perfectly clear with little wind and ground 
conditions were well illuminated by a full moon, 
the approach of the ridge made that evening by 
the cranes was presumably a trial ascent. This 
may have been done to test weather conditions 
for migration. 

On October 2, 2012. 6 Black-necked Cranes 
were observed at the Meima He Wetland, and 72 
Black-necked Cranes were observed at the 
Quanwan Wetland just southeast of Shinaihai 
Township at the westem-most point of Qinghai 
Lake on October 3. 2012. Consequently it 
appears that in this instance, the main autumn 
Demoiselle Crane migration began significantly 
earlier than for Black-necked Cranes in northwest 
China. 

John D. Farrington 

(Conservation Science Consultant) 
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